Abstract
Introduction

1.
Today's business is becoming highly competitive and challenging. As such, continuous improvement of reciprocal long term relationship strategy with customers has been one of the main priorities for several organizations. Previous studies have shown that a high quality of customer relationships can improve customer commitment and is necessary for business success (Hilman, Abd-Ghani, & Hanaysha, 2013) . Such a relationship would decrease ambiguity for customers and facilitate the process of maintaining a superior business relationship (Abdullah, Putit, & Teo, 2014) . According to Ali (2010) , keeping a good relationship with customers is crucial for the success of business, because it can increase customer retention rates. Therefore, the relationship paradigm should be directed towards emphasizing on the mechanisms that enable organizations to enhance their quality of relationships with customers in order to get shared benefits of concerned parties (Ndubisi, 2007) .
The notion of relationship quality arises from the theory and research in the area of relationship marketing in which it primarily aims to strengthen existing powerful relationships and to enhance customer loyalty (Chung & Shin, 2010; Rauyruen and Miller, 2007) . Successful relationship marketing also grants brands with sustainable competitive advantages (Anderson and Narus, 1990; Roberts, Varki and Brodie, 2003) . According to Ford (1980) , high quality of relationships between organizations and their customers connect both parties to each other in a manner that they are capable to obtain advantages beyond the mere exchange of products. This as a result would lead to long-lasting and consistent relationships in which both parties equally benefit and gain useful experience (Sean, Brian, & Evelyn, 2004) . Halimi, Chavosh, and Choshali (2011) advocated that organizations should manage customer relationship strategies by bearing in mind important factors that influence their relationships in order to successfully create beneficial customer-brand relationships and generate higher profit margins. For instance, certain scholars (Michaelis, Woisetschläger, Backhaus, & Ahlert, 2008; Tam, 2008) considered country-of-origin as one of the important factors that influence customers' behaviour and guide firms toward maintaining valuable relationships with them. Similarly, Jiménez and Martín (2012) emphasized that country of origin information works as a safeguard transaction to build superior brand relationships. Particularly, the reputation of brands originating from a certain country becomes a key measure of available offer and also a basis in establishing trust-based relationships over time (Jiménez & Martín, 2012; Nijssen & Herk, 2009 ).
This study examines the effect of country of origin on relationship quality in Malaysian automotive market. Based on the review of past research, it shows that are limited research works which examined the role of country of origin in affecting relationship quality and its dimensions (Michaelis et al., 2008) . Particularly, there exists a gap in past studies with regards to empirical research on country of origin and relationship quality. Therefore, this study is planned to establish empirical evidence on the effect of country of origin on relationship quality in Malaysian automotive market. Undoubtedly, the automotive industry in Malaysia plays a vital role in the improvement of Malaysian manufacturing sector and it contributes significantly to the economic development of the country (Kari & Rasiah, 2008) . Hence, this study through its findings and recommendations is expected to provide beneficial suggestions to automotive manufacturers to learn developing better customer-brand relationships.
Literature Review 2.
This section reviews the prior research on relationship quality and country of origin with various definitions and empirical evidence between both constructs.
Relationship Quality
Relationship quality is one of the main concepts of relationship marketing (Ural, 2007) , which can be determined through the overall judgment of customers towards their relationship strength with a brand. In other words, relationship quality refers to customers' perception of relationship outcomes in terms of fulfilling their expectations and desires (Wong & Sohal, 2002) . Roberts et al. (2003) defined relationship quality as "a measure of the extent to which consumers want to maintain relationships with their service providers" (p. 191). Therefore, it can be suggested from the above definitions that relationship quality is concerned with overall nature of the relationship between a brand and its customers taking into account the extent of fulfilling the needs and expectations in determining relationship success (Hennig-Thurau, Langer, & Hansen, 2002) .
Relationship quality was previously conceptualized as a higher-order construct which is comprised of several dimensions or components (Dorsch, Swanson, & Kelly, 1998) . Although there exists a bulky discussion on which dimensions make up relationship quality, earlier research mainly emphasized on the importance of brand satisfaction, brand trust, and brand commitment as key indicators of relationship quality (Hilman, Abd-Ghani, & Hanaysha, 2013) . These three components have been widely cited by several scholars as core elements of relationship quality (Vieira, Winklhofer, & Ennew, 2008; Walter, Muller, Helfert, & Ritter, 2003; Ulaga & Eggert 2006; Ivens and Pardo 2007; Crosby, Evans & Cowles, 1990) .
For example, certain scholars (Crosby et al., 1990; Dwyer, Schurr, & Oh, 1987) used relationship satisfaction and trust to measure relationship quality. Other views (Hennig-Thurau and Klee, 1997; Dorsch et al., 1998) further suggested including relationship commitment into relationship quality dimensions. Similarly, Hibbard, Kumar, and Stern (2001) believed that relationship quality is made of up of brand trust and brand commitment. Furthermore, De Wulf, OdekenSchroder, and Iacabucci (2001) regarded relationship quality as a construct that includes brand satisfaction, brand trust, and brand commitment. Therefore, based on the discussion made above, we believe that superior-quality relationship is composed of trust, commitment, and satisfaction.
Trust is one of the most broadly tested and established constructs in the field of relationship marketing research (Crosby et al., 1990 , Garbarino & Johnson 1999 , Moorman, Zaltman & Despandé 1992 , Morgan & Hunt 1994 . Zhang and Feng (2009) suggested that customer trust plays an important role in establishing long term brand relationship and reaching to customer loyalty. As argued by Mukherjee and Nath (2007) , trust is very critical to relational exchange because it is the main elements in any strategic partnership between members. Huang and Chiu (2006) further added that increased trust is necessary for relationship success between organizations and their customers. According to Morgan and Hunt (1994) , relationships can be viewed as a set of dealings that promote an awareness of a pooled relationship through brand trust and brand commitment. Therefore, higher levels of trust could result in superior organisational profitability and sustainable competitive advantage (Van Vuuren, Roberts-Lombard, & Van Tonder, 2013) .
The significance of commitment in relationship marketing paradigm appears to be evidently established in the past literature (Barry, Dion & Johnson, 2008; Hilman et al., 2013; Hsu, Chen & Huang, 2007) . This is because committed customers are the foundation of business continuity and exert enhanced future values and profits for organizations (Lemon, Rust, & Zeithaml, 2001 ). Relationship commitment was described by Gounaris (2005) as the willingness of customers to continue to invest resources in a relationship with business provider. In other words, commitment is a sort of intention to create and sustain a long-term brand relationship (Anderson & Weitz 1992 , Dwyer, Schurr & Oh 1987 , Moorman, Zaltman & Despandé 1993 . According to Morgan and Hunt (1994) , commitment stems from trust, shared values, and the belief that it will be difficult to find partners that can offer the same value. Ibrahim and Najjar (2008, 14) revealed that "relationships are built on the foundation of mutual commitment, and the commitment level has been found to be the strongest predictor of the voluntary decision to pursue a relationship".
Similarly, relationship satisfaction has been considered to be important for relationship success. This is because satisfied customers are more likely to make repeat purchases and be willing to spread positive messages through word of mouth communication according to their experiences (Taylor, 1998; Bennett & Rundle-Thiele, 2004; Schultz, 2005) . Customer satisfaction is determined through firms' ability to fulfil the needs and desires of customers through differentiated offerings (Spreng, MacKenzie, & Olshavsky, 1996) . Anderson et al. (1994) viewed relationship satisfaction as an overall evaluation based on the past purchase and experience. Roberts-Lombard (2009, 73) defined customer satisfaction as "the degree to which a business's product or service performance matches up to the expectation of the customer. If the performance matches or exceeds the expectations, then the customer is satisfied, if performance is below par then the customer is dissatisfied".
Country of Origin
Country-of-origin is one of the most important factors that significantly influence purchasing decision of consumers. It was expressed by Saydan (2013) as encompassing the subjective perceptions of customers about certain aspects related to a product brand such as the belief, ideas, and impressions before forming purchasing decisions. Country of origin was also described by Piron (2000) as the country where corporate headquarters of the firm marketing the product or brand is located. In other words, it refers to the country that manufactures, designs, or assembles a product (Essoussi and Merunka 2007) . Therefore, the country of origin "made in label" plays an important role in consumer's decision making and in today's competitive and global market environment which helps firms in increasing product sales (Saydan, 2013) .
In the current business scenario which is characterized by intense competition and increasing number of brands, country of origin image has become an important evaluation criterion for selecting a particular brand among others. A well established reputation indeed has positive impact on consumers' preference for purchasing products of certain brands and increases the perceived reliability of a firm because it offers a safeguard that promises and obligations will be fulfilled (Bennett & Gabriel, 2001; Doney & Cannon, 1997; O'Cass & Grace, 2003) . According to Roth and Romeo (1992) , a country's image arises from a series of aspects that empower the image of a country. Such aspects include innovative approach (superior, cutting edge technology); design (style, elegance, balance); and prestige (exclusiveness, status of the national manufacturers).
Meanwhile, country image is established through consumer's understanding about a certain country through benefits and experiences perceived about that country in the past (Rezvani, Shenyari, Dehkordi, Salehi, Nahid, & Soleimani, 2012) . For example, country of origin image can be highly affected by product quality of a certain brand category from particular country (Lin and Chen, 2006) . In making a decision to purchase a product, the effect of country of origin appears from the past experience and knowledge that customers perceive about a particular country (Rezvani et al., 2012) . Therefore it can either make a product more or less appealing in the mind of the customers. According to Tam (2008) , country of origin is one of the important factors in evaluating a foreign product that affect consumer's behaviour such as trust. Jiménez and San Martín (2010) added that brand trust can be developed by the positive perception of country of origin.
Previous studies revealed that signals of product quality related to country of origin have significant impact on relationship quality elements (Jiménez & San Martín 2009; Steenkamp & Geyskens, 2006) . As specified by Jiménez and San Martín (2009) , country of origin influences customers' behaviour towards building relationship trust and it guides firms towards engendering better brand management. They indicated that as trust depends on the country-of-origin of a brand, therefore, firms should frequently provide different incentives that would ultimately lead to the maintenance of customer's perception toward brand reliability in international markets. Singh and Sirdeshmukh (2000) further considered brand trust as a consequence of the reputation of firms associated with country of origin, because this reputation can be a significant determinant of quality, particularly, when customers would believe that foreign firms will deliver their responsibilities, promises and whatever else is expected of them as desired (Singh & Sirdeshmukh, 2000) .
The reputation associated with country of origin can be transferred across different brands originating from the same country, thus enhancing the reliability of sellers (Chisik, 2003; Doney & Cannon, 1997; Ganesan, 1994) , and increasing the level of customer satisfaction resulting from the purchase decision. Kim (1995) assumed that a positive country image would lead to favourable brand popularity, and consequently enhances brand commitment and loyalty. It was also demonstrated by certain scholars (Paswan et al, 2003; Pappu, Quester, & Cooksey, 2006 ) that customer loyalty towards brands originating from favourable country image could develop according to their experience of certain brands that provide quality products. Based on the discussion made above, the following hypotheses are presented:
H1: Country of origin has positive effect on brand trust. H2: Country of origin has positive effect on brand commitment. H3: Country of origin has positive effect on brand satisfaction. H4: Country of origin has positive effect on overall relationship quality.
Research Methodology 3.
This study is based on primary data whereby a questionnaire was employed for data collection. The quantitative approached is employed because measurable and observable data on variables can be easily collected (Creswell, 2012) . Moreover, quantitative research is best suited to understand how one or more variables affect each other (Creswell (2012) . The designed questionnaire was distributed to passenger car users with some instructions of how to fill it at several shopping malls in Northern region of Malaysia. A sample size of 384 passenger car users is considered to be sufficient according to the suggestions and recommendations of Krejcie and Morgan (1970) . According to Lei and Lomax (2005) , this number of sample is sufficient for conducting analysis suing structural equation modelling. In order to ensure randomization of data collection, systematic sampling technique is used whereby every 10 th leaving customer at the entrance of shopping malls was approached to participate in filling the questionnaire. Total 287 usable questionnaires are returned from respondents and used for data analysis. Incomplete questionnaires were deleted and not included in data analysis Since this study aims to examine the relationship between country of origin and relationship quality, thus, the constructs were measured using items adapted from several previous research works in the related field. Meanwhile, relationship quality is measured using three dimensions; brand trust, brand commitment, and brand satisfaction. Five items for country of origin are adapted from Sanyal and Datta (2011) , five items for brand trust are adapted from Mohammad (2012) , four items for brand commitment are adapted from Ok, Choi, and Hyun (2011), and five items for brand satisfaction are adapted from Zboja and Voorhees (2006) .
All the questionnaire items are measured on seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagrees) to 7 (strongly agree). For the ease of understanding, the questionnaire was translated into Malay language. The data were analyzed using structural equation modelling (AMOS-18). At first, the measurement model was drawn to conduct confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and then, the structural equation modelling was drawn with several goodness of fit criterion to test the hypothesized relationships. Previous research established SEM as a powerful statistical method which combines confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and structural model into a consecutive statistical test (Gunzler, Chen, Wu, & Zhang, 2013; Hoe, 2008) . It allows the researcher to easily assess how sets of observed variables represent constructs and how these constructs associate with each other (Hair et al., 2010) . Moreover, SEM is flexibile in modeling the relationships between multiple predictor and criterion variables (Chin, 1998) . In most cases, SEM is applied to examine 'causal' relationships between variables making it clear to articulate the hypothesis (Gunzler et al., 2013) . Specifically, it allows the researcher to easily assess how sets of observed variables represent constructs and how these constructs associate with each other.
Analysis of Results
4.
The descriptive statistics showed that out of 287, 47.4% were male where as 52.6% were female. On respondent's age, 12.5% represent age group of less than 25 years, 48.8% represented the age group of 25-35, 16% represented age group of 35-45 and 22.6% represented 45 and above age group. On religion, 75.3% of respondents are Muslims, 14.6% are Buddhists, 4.5% are Hindu, 4.9% are Christians, whereas 0.7% belong to other religions. On educational level, 43.2% had high school certificate, 21.6% had diploma, 25.4% belong to bachelor's level, 5.2% had master degree, 2.8% had doctorate certificate, while 1.7 had other certificates. On job profile, 57.8% work in government sectors, 23.7% work in private companies, 10.1% had their own business, and 8.4% were unemployed.
Before starting analysis, the normality and reliability of data is checked. The data is normally distributed and 30 responses were deleted because they were detected as outliers. Moreover, the data is free from Multicollinearity issues, because the correlation between any two variables is less than 0.90 (Tabacknik & Fidell, 2001) . Firstly, measurement model is drawn using Amos-18 to examine the appropriateness of the proposed mode using several fit indices. The chi square statistics (243.433) is significant in the sample (p<0.01) and degree of freedom (df) is equal to 109. Other fit indices such as Goodness of Fit (GFI) is equal to 0.898, Adjusted Goodness of Fit (AGFI) is 0.861, Comparative Fit Index (CFI) estimate is 0.978, Tucker Lewis Index (TLI) is equal to 0.974, and Root Mean Square error of Approximation (RMSEA) is equal to 0.067. Based on these results, it can be concluded that the model fits the data well (Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson, & Tatham, 2010) .
Moreover, CFA analysis is carried out after achieving goodness of fit for the model. As shown in Table 1 , the factor loadings of items for each construct are calculated. The results indicated that the standardized factor loadings of items ranged from 0.27 to 0.96 and are significant. Items with factors loadings that are less than 0.50 were eliminated. Therefore, convergent validity is supported. CFA analysis is done rather than exploratory factor analysis because the established measurement scale is used and validated in previous studies. But the validity and reliability of the scale were conducted for better verification of respondent's understanding, because the scale is being tested in different environment, and in different industry context. Moreover, to test the construct reliability, Cronbach's alpha and composite reliability for each variable were calculated. The results presented in Table 1 indicate that the Cronbach's alpha of all constructs is higher than the cut-off value of 0.70 as suggested by Hair et al. (2010) ; country of origin (0.954), brand trust (0.920), brand commitment (0.918), and brand satisfaction (0.967). It shows that all values range between 0.918 and 0.967, thus providing good indication of internal consistency and reliability. Similarly, composite reliability ranges between 0.914 and 0.977 which provides further support for the reliability of measures (Hair et al., 2010) . Additionally, discriminant validity of the construct was calculated using the shared average variance extracted between the pair of constructs, and the results show that the values ranged between 0.874 and 0.946 (Fornell and Larcker, 1981) .
As stated above, in order to test the hypotheses, structural model was drawn. The results showed that the chisquare for goodness of fit is 253.335 and CMIN is equal to 2.203 with 115° degree of freedom. Other fit indices are used to support the ch-square and CMIN. For example, GFI which indicates the amount of variance in the sample accounted for 0.894 is quite good. Moreover, AGFI has acceptable fit value of 0.859; TLI value is equal to 0.973. In addition the value of CFI is equal to 0.977, and RMSEA value is 0.069, also fine. Overall, the results show that the model has a good fit for the data (Hair et al., 2010) .
The research hypotheses were tested on the basis of standardized structural coefficients with SEM. The results depicted in Table 2 reveal that country of origin is significantly and positively related with brand trust ( = 0.581, CR= 12.945, p<0.05) and accounted for 46.6 percent of variance in brand trust, therefore H1 is supported. Similarly, the results demonstrated that country of origin has significant positive relationship with brand commitment ( = 0.523, CR= 10.881, p<0.05) and accounted for 30 percent of variance in brand commitment, thus, H2 is supported. Moreover, the results indicated that country of origin has significant positive relationship with brand satisfaction ( = 0.605, CR= 12.571, p<0.05) and accounted for 30 percent of its overall variance, therefore H3 is supported. Finally, the results showed that that country of origin has significant positive relationship with overall relationship quality ( = 0.558, CR= 12.601, p<0.05) and accounted for 51.2 percent of its variance, hence H4 is supported. 
Discussion
5.
The rationale of this study was to test the influence of country of origin image on relationship quality. Results showed that country of origin has a significant positive influence on overall relationship quality. Tam (2008) also considered country of origin as an important factor for evaluating brands and influencing customer relationships. Particularly, country-of-origin is associated with various marketing factors that affect customers' behaviour and help organizations to sustain valuable customer relationships (Michaelis et al., 2008; Tam, 2008) . However, because relationship quality could be influenced by the power of country of origin image, it is suggested that practitioners should employ various incentives to improve perceived brands' reliability in global markets that engender long-term beneficial transactions with customers (Dahlstrom & Nygaard, 1995; Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Singh & Sirdeshmukh, 2000) .
Moreover, it is observed that country of origin image has significant positive effect on brand trust. As the image of a country increases, the perception about products originating from that country also enhances customers' trust. Certain scholars (Dehkordi et al., 2012; Jiménez & San Martín, 2010; Rosenbloom & Haefner, 2009 ) also revealed that country of origin image had a significant influence on brand trust. Besides, this study found out that country of origin has a significant positive influence on brand commitment. The relationship of country of origin with brand commitment is also significant with the literature Yoo, Donthu, & Lee, 2000) . Consequently, the reputation of brands originating from a particular country turns to be an evaluation criterion for accessible offer and a cornerstone in creating trust-based relationships (Nijssen & Herk, 2009 ).
Moreover, this study indicates that country of origin has significant positive impact on brand satisfaction. A greater support was seen in several previous studies (Arambewela & Hall, 2006; Ayyildiz & Cengiz, 2007; Jiménez & San Martín, 2010; Stephen, 2009) who reported a significant effect of country of origin on brand satisfaction. Similarly, Vida and Reardon (2008) demonstrated that country of origin of a product may affect the initial perception of customers about a specific brand as it can create positive perception about new products and influences brand evaluation. Particularly, customer are anxious about country of origin when it comes to purchasing cars, because this type of product is associated with high cost and thus, they expect it to be of high-quality. For them to be satisfied about purchasing decision, they usually prefer to select brands originating from countries with favourable image.
In line with information processing theory, this study reveals that country of origin has significant poistive effect on relationship quality. Because the perception of customers towards a certain country image influences their evaluation of products coming from that country, this could affect their purchase intention and brand choice. This in turn would result in reinforcing the linkages between customers and a particular brand. Consequently, customer relationships with a brand are in most cases created after customers collect related information about that brand (Haefner, Deli-Gray, & Rosenbloom, 2011) . Thereby, the country of origin information leads to better brand familiarity and thus, enhanced customer brand relationships. Jiménez and Martín (2012) confirmed that country of origin information works as a safeguard transaction to establish successful brand relationships.
Limitations and Future Research 6.
There are several limitations incurred in this study which would open opportunities for future researches. For example, the data was collected from respondents in one country (Malaysia). Some characteristics of the country may have an effect on the strength of relationships between country of origin image and relationship quality. Thus, replications of this study in other country contexts would be important. Besides, this study focuses on automotive sector, and the respondents were limited to those in northern region of Malaysia. Therefore, future researchers could take the opportunity to employ larger sample population to gain higher responses that would make the findings more reliable and valid. Also parallel studies in other product categories are other future opportunities for research. Future studies may also look into the possibilities of making comparison towards customers' perception on brands originating from different countries.
Besides, only country of origin was considered as antecedent of relationship quality. Therefore, future research may consider other factors such as after sale service and product innovation to test their effect on relationship quality. Particularly, based on the review of past studies, it shows that these variables have strong relevance to automotive product, but surprisingly scholars have somewhat paid less attention for these variables in context of brand relationship quality. Moreover, this study followed the quantitative approach through survey instrument for data collection; thus, future research may wish to use qualitative methodologies to gain better insights on the significant factors that influence relationship quality. Finally, this study is cross sectional in nature, future research may overcome this issue through longitudinal data.
Conclusion
7.
This study examined the importance of country of origin in developing customer-brand relationships in Malaysian automotive market. Overall, it can be concluded that country image has significant positive effect on relationship quality. Moreover, country of origin plays an important role in engendering its elements; brand trust, brand commitment, and brand satisfaction. This means that brands originating from favourable country image could have better abilties to develop positive relationships with their customers. This study builds upon the literature by examining the relationship between the said variables as empirical evidence in this context is very limited. The findings also build upon information processing theory by providing further support for the positive effect of country of origin on relationship quality from Southeast Asian context; Malaysia.
This study has several practical implications. For example, the practitioners can utilize the findings in order to implement the relevant strategies to establish higher levels of customer relationships. The findings may also provide automotive managers with better understandings towards the role of country of origin in influencing the dimensions of relationship quality, which will further insist them to set more effective strategies to cope with challenging market environments. It is believed throught better customer relationships; organizations would have better capabilities to know about customer's behavior and requirements in order to meet such needs. The ability of a brand to develop such valuable relationships with customers could further facilitate its overall performance and strengthen the level of competitiveness to maintain strong in the presence of competing rivals.
